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Danish Summary 
Dette projekt omhandler forbrugerisme og dets relation to 
identitet. Vores problemformulering lyder som følgende:  
What is consumption and how is this consumption 
affecting people’s identity and how are people’s 
identities affecting their consumption? 
For at kunne besvare denne problemformulering har vi 
valgt at opdele den i nogle konkrete underspørgsmål.  
 
1. What themes does Fight Club contain and what possible 
answers does the movie present when researching the 
relation between consumption and identity?   
 
2. Where does consumption have its roots and what have 
been some important milestones up until – and just after – 
the Great Transformation? 
3. How is the rise of modern society connected with 
consumerism 
4. What theories exist on identity and consumerism and 
how do they relate to the role of advertising? 
 
5. Can narcissism be seen as a consequence of 
consumerism? 
 
For at kunne besvare disse spørgsmål har vi valgt at tage 
udgangspunkt i Fight Club for at illustrere og introducere 
de problemmæssige stillinger som relaterer til vores 
projekt. Vores præliminære arbejde bestod i at analysere 
Fight Club og uddrage elementer associerede med 
forbrugerisme. Vi fandt frem til nogle nøgleord: 
forbrugerisme, identitet, samfund og narcissisme.  
På baggrund af dette begyndte vi at indsamle relevant 
materiale der kunne give os en teoretisk forståelse af disse 
nøgleord.  
Vi mente at et godt udgangspunkt ville være at opnå et 
historisk overblik over hvornår forbrugerisme stammer fra 
og hvilke konsekvenser det havde for daværende samfund. 
3 
 
I denne del har vi brugt Ferdinand Tönnies teori om 
‟Gemeinschaft og Gesellschaft‟, Karl Marx‟s 
‟Klassekampen‟ og Helga Dittmars sociale teorier 
vedrørende forbrugerisme i samfundet.  
Efterfølgende har vi valgt at uddybe de samfundstendenser 
der præger forholdet mellem individ og samfund i et 
forbrugersamfund. Her har vi benyttet os af Anthony 
Giddens teori om forskellige samfundsformer. For at 
danne videre perspektiv vedrørende dette har vi valgt at 
inddrage Zygmunt Baumans teorier om forbrugerisme. 
Vores næste hovedkapitel er en disposition af forskellige 
teorier der omhandler forbrugerisme og identitet. Det 
består af Erik Eriksons teori om identitet, Helga Dittmars 
teorier om forbrugerisme, og Sigfried Zepfs teorier om 
forbrugerisme og narcissisme. I dette kapitel har vi også 
valgt at inddrage et afsnit vedrørende reklamer og dets 
relation til forbrugerisme, hvilket udmunder i en analyse af 
en Calvin Klein reklame for at understøtte vores argument.  
Den sidste del af vores projekt består i en fremlæggelse af 
fænomenet narcissisme som en konsekvens af 
forbrugerisme. For at illustrere dette har vi analyseret Fight 
Club gennem Sigfried Zepf narcissisme teori.  
Afslutningsvis har vi en diskussion om de overstående 
emner der munder ud i en konklusion. Vi kan konkludere 
at vores identitet er tæt forbundet med vores forbrug, og at 
forbrug i forhold til identitet startede med og efter den 
industrielle revolution. Vi har fundet frem til at Fight Club 
præsenterer forbrugerisme som en erstatning for identitet, 
og kommer ind på konsekvenserne af dette. Derudover har 
vi til sidst set nærmere på generelle konsekvenser af 
overforbrug og forbrug generelt som er baseret på en søgen 
efter det ideale liv. 
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Abstract 
This project will investigate the relations between identity 
and consumerism. An analysis of the movie Fight Club has 
been used for further researching of terms like, identity, 
consumerism, society and advertising. This project 
contains a historical disposition by using theories of 
„Gemeinschaft‟ and „Gesellschaft‟ by Tönnies and 
examines the „Class Struggle‟ by Marx. In explaining the 
rise of the postmodern society we have used theories by 
Anthony Giddens. Furthermore we have a theoretical 
disposition of theories by Erikson, Bauman, Dittmar, Zepf 
and some of those have been applied in our analysis of a 
Calvin Klein commercial and Fight Club. 
 We have found that there are definite links between 
identity and consumerism and according to our theorists 
consumption has evolved into the main factor when it 
comes to identity and position in society. 
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1. Introduction 
What is Consumption? The Oxford dictionary defines 
consumption as;  
1. The action of using up a resource. 
2. The action of eating or drinking something.  
3. The purchase of goods and services by the public. 
(oxforddictionaries.com/definition/English/consumption 
07-05-2013). 
Evidently consumption can mean a great lot of different 
things. It can be plants consuming water through 
absorption in order to survive, or people going on 
shopping sprees in malls to buy new clothes. Every person 
has an idea of what consumption is and we have 
formulated our own definition of consumption in relation 
to this project. Our interest with consumption lies not with 
the manufacturing or the economical aspect of 
consumption. Rather we are more interested in what this 
phenomenon does to us as individuals and how it factors to 
the creation of our identity and self-perception. One can sit 
in a class room and feel very different from others and 
have a genuine sense of being a unique person but looking 
down at the shoes of our fellow class mates will reveal that 
there are probably only 5-6 different brands of shoes 
amongst more than a hundred people. But what does this 
mean? Why have some people bought one type of shoe 
and some another type? The average person in the Western 
World is faced with a ray of different questions regarding 
what they consume and the answers they choose to those 
questions cannot all be random. Certain people are 
attached to certain products. And most products are 
designed with a certain group of people in mind. While 
manufacturers obviously wish to accomplish monetary 
gain, the desire of the „consumer‟ to participate in this 
exchange is much more difficult to uncover. We have a 
strong belief that one of the main reasons why people 
engage in this consumptious behaviour is because it has 
become a new way and a tool in forming a personality and 
establishing association with a desired group.  
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The traditional narrative of identity formation is now 
supplemented by the factor of „Consumption‟. The 
problematization we have specifically identified lies within 
the consumption which stretches beyond necessities. There 
are so many choices, so what does it mean when you 
choose to consume something and not to consume the 
same product of a different brand. That is the basis of our 
understanding of consumption and which we have chosen 
to use as a model in our research.  
 
We have formulated a problem formulation which we have 
modelled our project after: What is consumption and 
how is consumption affecting people’s identity and how 
are people’s identities affecting their consumption? 
 
In addition we have constructed some research questions 
in order to narrow down our research:  
What themes does Fight Club contain and what 
possible answers does the movie present when 
researching the relation between consumerism and 
identity?   
 
Where does consumption have its origins and what 
have been important milestones up until – and just 
after – the Great Transformation?  
How is the rise of modern society connected with 
consumerism? 
 
What theories exist on identity and consumerism and 
how does this relate to the role of advertising? 
 
Can narcissism be seen as a consequence of 
consumerism? 
 
The inspiration to our definition of consumption stems 
from the 1999 movie Fight Club. In this movie a man 
seeks to separate himself from a monotonous life in which 
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he is feeling both meaningless and trapped. The main way 
he succeeds in freeing himself from this life is to cast away 
the „consumer lifestyle‟ which seems to have numbed him 
into being a „consumer‟ more than anything else. 
 
We have chosen to do a literary analysis of Fight Club to 
uncover some of these ideas concerning consumerism and 
identity. This project takes these ideas and tries to expand 
on them in a more theoretical way in the rest of the 
chapters. 
The next chapter is a historical presentation of the origins 
and evolution of consumerism throughout the times. We 
start with the 16
th
 century and work our way through the 
ideas of Marx and Ferdinand Tönnies. We have done this 
because in order to research consumption and its role in 
identity it is important to see where it all started and how it 
has affected us throughout.  The following chapter expands 
on that. Here we are continuing our research by looking at 
the rise of the postmodern society and the further 
construction of identity and consumption by referring to 
the theories of Anthony Giddens.  
After this research we will lay forth some relevant theories 
from experts such as Erik Erikson and Helga Dittmar on 
consumption and identity and have a brief look on how 
advertising links to all of this. This leads into the factor of 
advertising and its relevance to the thoughts about identity. 
Here we have chosen to analyse a Calvin Klein 
commercial to display the use of the theories we have 
included about advertising. The last part of our project is 
an examination of one of the consequences of 
consumerism: narcissism. This has done by applying 
theories by Giddens and Zepf. We conclude this chapter by 
applying the narcissism theory on the movie Fight Club. 
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Fight Club 
Introduction 
This chapter will contain an analysis of the movie ‟Fight 
Club‟ by David Fincher. The purpose of this analysis is to 
uncover answers to our problem statement by looking at 
the events and happenings of the movie. What themes does 
Fight Club contain and what possible answers does the 
movie present when researching the relation between 
consumerism and identity?   
We will begin by reasoning to why Fight Club is relevant 
to our project. Following will be a summary and the actual 
analysis. The main themes of the analysis are the narrator‟s 
identity and transformation followed by an analysis of the 
masculinity of Fight Club and lastly a look upon the 
portrayal of consumerism in the movie. Although all the 
parts are overlapping at some points. 
 
 
Why Fight Club? 
The reason we have chosen to include Fight Club is 
because we feel that it gives us a good starting point in our 
research in accordance with our problem formulation. The 
movie presents and explores many of the things which we 
wish to research. Terms like „Identity‟, „Consumerism‟, 
and „Society‟ are presented in Fight Club and in this 
analysis in Fight Club. Fight Club works as an 
introductory chapter to the rest of the project. The chapters 
henceforth are built as an expansion of the theories which 
will be introduced with this movie. 
Although Fight Club is a work of fiction it is still useful 
when looked upon as a portrayal of consumerism and 
identity in our society. It brings these themes to life in such 
an extreme way that you are forced to face them despite 
their probable exaggeration.  
 
Summary 
The narrator has trouble falling asleep and is experiencing 
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heavy insomnia. He complains to his doctor who tells him 
to go to a „men with testicular cancer‟ therapy group if he 
wishes to see real pain. Here he meets Bob whose body is 
so filled with oestrogen that he has developed woman 
breasts. The narrator pretends to have cancer as well and 
cries during the therapy meetings with the other men, and 
also joins various different therapy groups. This allows 
him to sleep again.  
It is only temporary though, as he meets a woman, Marla, 
who is also a „faker‟ like him. This awareness that Marla is 
pretending too makes him unable to sleep again. So they 
decide to divide the different groups amongst them.  
We also learn about the narrator‟s job as an auto vehicle 
recall coordinator. He travels a lot since he goes to 
different scenes of accidents. On one of his air plane trips 
he has a conversation with the mysterious Tyler Durden 
who is a soap sales man.   
When he arrives to his apartment again he learns that there 
has been an explosion and that all of his personal 
belongings are perished. Unsure of what to do and where 
to stay for the night the narrator contemplates of either 
calling Marla or Tyler. He decides on calling Tyler and 
meets him at a bar. After a night of heavy drinking the two 
men sit outside the bar and decide to engage in a fight. 
Since no one of them has ever tried to fight before they 
believe that it is the right thing to do.  
The narrator moves in with Tyler who lives in a huge 
empty house which is on the verge of collapsing. They 
decide to start a „Fight Club‟ – a place where ordinary men 
like them can meet and fight each other for 10 minutes and 
feel liberated from everyday life. Marla tries to reappear in 
the narrator‟s life, but he waves her off, only for Tyler to 
contact her and engage in a sexual relationship with her.  
Meanwhile the narrator is starting to have problems at 
work because of him growing more and more non-caring 
and at home he is experiencing dissatisfaction of Tyler and 
Marla constantly having sex in the other rooms. Tyler 
confronts him and tells him to lose his fear. He even burns 
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a mark in his hand in order to remind him of this.  
Afterwards Tyler starts expanding on the „Fight Club‟ and 
starts giving the participants „homework assignments‟ such 
as starting a fight with a stranger and losing. The narrator‟s 
situation at work has worsened and he gets fired – but not 
before extorting the manager to give him a full year pay.  
Tyler‟s running of the „Fight Club‟ ramps up and has now 
turned more into a sect than anything else. All the 
participants move into the house and starts planning 
„Project Mayhem‟. The narrator desperately tries to figure 
out what „Project Mayhem‟ is, but without luck. Tyler and 
the narrator drift further and further apart from each other 
and it results in a car crash where after Tyler disappears. 
The narrator starts searching for Tyler around the country 
and learns that he has started multiple Fight Clubs in many 
different states. The narrator finally discovers that he is 
schizophrenic and that Tyler is his alter ego. During this 
revelation he also discovers that the purpose of „Project 
Mayhem‟ is to blow up buildings of major credit card 
companies. He desperately tries to stop the plan but it is 
impossible since everyone he contacts seems to be a part 
of it. His quest ends on top of a building where he decides 
to shoot himself in the head and thus getting rid of Tyler. 
He is joined by Marla who has been kidnapped from some 
of his goons from the „Fight Club‟ and together they watch 
as the buildings in front of them explode and collapse.  
The Narrator’s Identity and Transformation 
In the first act of the movie, before the narrator‟s 
apartment is set on fire, we gradually get to see how his 
identity is constructed. It mainly consists of the 
commodities he has gathered over the years. He refers to 
himself as an „Ikea Slave‟ (Fight Club, 1999, 04.51) and 
explains his choice of products to buy with the words: 
„What kind of dining set defines me as a person?‟ (Fight 
Club, 1999, 05.23). On the plane he meets Tyler who acts 
as a catalyst, or more accurately as we learn later; a tool, 
for his life style transformation. After this meeting the 
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narrator loses his suitcase in the airport, containing all his 
branded clothes. He goes home and finds that his 
apartment has exploded and everything he owned is lost. 
As he later explains to Tyler: „I had it all. I had a stereo 
that was very decent. A wardrobe that was getting very 
respectable. I was close to being complete.‟ (Fight Club, 
1999, 29.38). 
These material goods, and the narrator‟s view concerning 
them, are the only thing we are told about his personality 
in the beginning of the movie. This is to emphasize that his 
identity ultimately only consists of these material goods. 
Otherwise he lives a boring and unimpressionable life 
where the only thing that he does to express himself is to 
consume different items. This is why the narrator starts 
going to the different therapy group meetings. He cannot 
sleep at night and he is incapable of feeling anything – he 
has become a consumer zombie. Meeting with the other 
men where he gets to cry out and express himself he is 
then able to overcome his amnesia. The consumption of 
material goods does not have the capacity for the narrator 
to express himself and this interaction with something 
which is described as „real pain‟ in the movie, allows him 
to feel again. Genuine human connection and emotion is 
the key here.  That is why the therapy stops working when 
he meets Marla. She is pretending to be in pain, just like he 
is, and this knowledge of „fake pain‟ brings an 
artificialness to the whole process which therefore 
diminishes its effectiveness.   
It is in this quest of „something real‟ or „real pain‟ that the 
narrator creates the alter ego of Tyler as an alternative to 
the therapy which has stopped working. He denounces his 
material goods by losing his suitcase and burning his 
apartment. After this he stands at a crossroads; either call 
Marla and try therapy again or call Tyler and find an 
alternative. The narrator chooses the latter.  
Teamed up with Tyler, The narrator starts exploring a 
transformation away from his „Ikea slave‟ days. His first 
exploration starts with the first and most primitive form of 
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„Fight Club‟. Here „real pain‟ comes in form of blood 
instead of tears. Tyler preaches about the consumer life 
with words as „Fuck Martha Stewart‟ and „Never be 
complete‟. As the time goes, fighting in the basement is no 
longer enough in the search of „real pain‟. The Fight Club 
expands into a full pledged organization with nightly 
missions and plans of havoc and destruction. The main 
targets of these plans are corporations or other consumer 
symbols out in society. No longer can he just hide from the 
consumer life, now he has to find ways to destroy it. With 
this expansion of the „Fight Club‟, Tyler‟s rhetoric also 
intensifies. Now it is long speeches about change and the 
losing of individuality. The main mission has turned from 
the narrator‟s search of „real pain‟ to everybody‟s 
transformation. This transformation is final with the 
explosion of the credit card company buildings. 
Everyone‟s debt goes back to zero and we are forced to 
start again on values that are no longer built on 
materialism. It is important to note that what started as the 
narrator‟s quest slowly turned into a collective quest. The 
narrator starts out as a founder of the Fight Club and 
gradually he blends into a regular member with Tyler 
taking more and more of a leadership role. This of course 
works one two levels; the first being that Tyler side of his 
personality is becoming more and more dominant, and the 
other level which is important for this point being that this 
has turned from a personal journey to a broader cause. This 
shows us that the narrator is far from the only one feeling 
the way that he does. A numb human being with 
consumption of material goods as the single most 
important factor in one‟s identity is recognizable to most 
in the movie. And it becomes their united cause.  The easy 
acceptance of human sacrifice by the members of Fight 
Club can also be explained by this. The cause becomes 
more important than the individual and you have to be 
ready to sacrifice yourself for the greater good. Everyone 
becomes a member - as soon as they have been punched 
awake to the truth of their existence they all join to the 
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cause of Fight Club, and later Project Mayhem. By the end 
of the movie, everyone the narrator meets is basically a 
part of it. The main point of the movie is basically that this 
relation between consumption and identity is something 
that is everyone‟s life. So during the movie it is not only 
the narrator who tries to go through a transformation, it is 
the society as whole. And they all need a „Tyler‟ to open 
their eyes to this problem.  
 
The Masculinity in Fight Club 
Issues about masculinity and femininity is the other side of 
the coin of Fight Club. Linked with the desire of breaking 
up with a consumer lifestyle is the boiling sense of men 
trying to find their place in society. We are already 
confronted with this theme in the opening images of the 
movie with the words „We‟re still men!‟ (Fight Club, 1999, 
03:23). The character Bob portrays this in a clear way. Bob 
used to be the epitome of a pure masculine figure as he 
was a former body builder. But now he has testicular 
cancer which has made him lose his testicles and he has 
even developed huge woman breasts. The former strong 
man now almost turned into a maternal figure in which the 
narrator can cry to. It is in this world of crying men 
without testicles that the narrator first meets Marla. We 
will continue this text under the notion that Marla is a 
creation of the narrator‟s imagination as much as Tyler is. 
The narrator creates her when he starts to go to these 
meetings and she represents his feminine side. He seems 
very annoyed with her, but she is the result of him going to 
these meetings. In a way you can say that he has become 
Marla.  
This is also one of the reasons why he creates Tyler. He is 
everything that the narrator wishes to be like; handsome, 
determined and willing to take the lead (Fight Club, 1999, 
1.53.29). When faced of the choice of calling Marla or 
Tyler – woman or man – the narrator chooses Tyler. This 
allows him to create Fight Club. A place only for men and 
where Marla can never appear – he even tells her that 
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himself (Fight Club, 1999, 47:53). As also mentioned 
earlier, he has switched the tears out with blood. The 
creation of Tyler also allows the narrator to keep control of 
Marla. She is obnoxious and keeps calling him and he 
knows not how to deal with her other than ignoring her. 
But Tyler being the man can seize the opportunity and 
control her by having sex with her. She enters and leaves 
the house on his terms. Furthermore following the claim 
that both characters are a figment of the narrator‟s 
imagination it should be noted that the two never appear in 
the same room unless they are having intercourse. They 
can only coexist through the narrator and cannot be their 
own entities without him.  
„A generation of men raised by women. I‟m wondering if 
another woman is the answer we really need.‟ (Fight Club, 
1999, 40:23) 
Tyler spills quotes like these throughout the film. The first 
time where the narrator and Tyler have a meaningful 
conversation in the bar, Tyler explains about the existential 
crisis men face in society by asking the narrator if he 
knows what a duvet is (Fight Club, 1999, 29.47) and 
questions why a man would know such a thing when it has 
no relevance to his survival. He sees what has happened to 
the men in society and blames it on a strange feminization 
process. So as long as the narrator is teaming up with Tyler 
he is fighting towards becoming a man. But Marla does 
appear in the narrator‟s life when she is not being „tamed‟ 
by Tyler. But being prohibited by Tyler to speak about him 
these conversations usually end up in disagreements 
between the narrator and his feminine side Marla.  
The other interesting connection to be explored is the 
further linking of Tyler of Marla as not only man and 
woman, but as father and mother. The narrator himself 
notices how being caught in an argument between the two 
reminds him of being a child again caught between his 
parents (Fight Club, 1999, 59:20). The other connection 
can be found when the narrator and Tyler are having a 
conversation about their fathers in the bathroom. They 
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speak of being abandoned by their fathers and God, and 
Tyler recollects how his father had multiple families in 
different cities - calling it a „setting up of franchises‟ 
(Fight Club, 1999, 39:53).  Those are the exact words 
which the narrator uses about Tyler when referring to 
Tyler setting up other Fight Clubs in other cities in the 
country.  
Evidently we can see that feminization of masculinity is 
connected to the themes of „Consumerism‟ and „Identity‟ 
in Fight Club. It is relevant as it broadens the reasoning of 
the actions in the context of the movie. This further 
deepens the transformation of the narrator‟s character. It 
adds more colors the pallet when speaking of his 
transformation from consumerist to what we may call 
„activist‟ and further to „nobody‟.  It can be interpreted that 
the role of consumerism in identity construction is largely 
feministic and the liberation that comes with the narrator 
freeing himself from his possession also comes with the 
liberation from feminization.  
Consumerism and the Alternative 
Earlier in this chapter we have already gone through how 
the movie has its own definition of a consumer life. The 
example of this typical consumer life is portrayed in the 
main character; joyless, numb and using consumption as 
the only means to expression and some sort of happiness. 
But the movie also expands on the consumerism theme by 
bringing in the factor fear. Actually it can be said that one 
of the main theses is that this consumer lifestyle is based 
on fear. Tyler‟s main mantra is „no fear‟ and that we are all 
going to die one day (Fight Club, 1999, 1:03:53). He 
reasons with fear being the reason why people are trapped 
in their life. „It‟s only after we have lost everything that we 
are free to do anything‟ (Fight Club, 1999, 1:04:06) Tyler 
tells the narrator as he burns his hand. His counterproposal 
of a consumer society is a society where no one owns 
anything and individuality is non-existing. He even has 
grandiose visions of a post apocalyptical society of people 
wearing leather and stalking elk in the streets of Manhattan 
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(Fight Club, 1999, 1:41:51). In order to achieve this state, 
according to Tyler, one must rid himself of that fear. He 
alludes to „human sacrifice‟ and compares the Fight Club 
members as space monkeys being shot into space (Fight 
Club, 1999, 1:30:06)  as an analogy to the sacrificing of 
monkeys to the purpose of advancing science. This all 
collides in the symbolic scene where Tyler drives a car 
into a ditch to prove the importance of letting go of control 
and not fearing death. By letting go of the steering wheel, 
thus letting go of control and stop fearing the impending 
death. Although Tyler has some well formulated ideas of 
what to do and how he wishes the society to be instead it 
seems that most of his claims are hollow. His alternative to 
consumer society is a non-consumer so to speak. Tyler 
states „Let‟s evolve‟ (Fight Club, 1999, 30:43) but what he 
proposes is contradictory to evolving. His rhetoric contains 
the mentioning of men as hunters and a glorification of 
when man was at a more primitive stage. It seems that it is 
all about going back and getting to a stage to where you 
could not consume. If you dig deeper the foundation seems 
to be rooted in anarchism. Creating havoc and destruction 
in the city at first seems like it is method, but ultimately it 
is also the goal. It is not about finding a solution to the 
consumer society, it is about destroying it.  
 
Conclusion 
Summing up on main points of our analysis we can 
conclude that Fight Club tries to give some interesting 
answers regarding the relation between identity and 
consumerism. The movie portrays a man who has become 
so much a consumer than it not only is a part of his 
identity but it has become his entire identity. It brings the 
factor of fear in play as a problem reason to consumerism. 
It even takes this notion further by suggesting an 
alternative to this consumer society where instead of 
having everything; it is about having nothing at all.  
The consequences of being indulged completely as a 
consumer and trying to break away from it are shown in 
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the movie as a huge identity crisis. So much in fact that the 
main character personality is split to show the divide and 
impact it has on identity. Building upon this divide and 
putting the individual identity in relation to society, Fight 
Club also emphasizes the importance of gender roles. 
Masculinity and femininity are being connected to identity 
and are shown to be an integral part of consumerism in 
relation to the construction of identity. 
 
The History of Consumerism 
Where does consumption have its roots and what have 
been some important milestones up until – and just after – 
the Great Transformation? 
Introduction 
The pointe of this chapter is to try and get a grasp of where 
and when the concept of consumerism has its roots. This 
will be examined by looking back over some of the 
Western history, and some of the sociological development 
in it. Our main focus point will be the development of the 
individual in relation to society, and the development of 
society in relation to the individuals that run it. The 
beginning of consumerism as something used to establish 
identity and create an image in order to manifest a social 
status in relation to fellow human beings in the Western 
world is not easy to pinpoint in history. One argument is 
that consumerism in relation to social status has its origins 
in the 16
th
 century in England, with the Nobles attempt to 
impress Queen Elizabeth through modes of consumption, 
and the creation of Patina of the consumed goods of their 
homes. Another argument is that the „birth‟ of the mass 
consumer society was with the beginning of the industrial 
revolution in the 18
th
 century, that led with it capitalism, 
production and according to Marx, overproduction. Sure to 
say the society we live and prosper in today is indeed 
concerned with materialistic values. Consumerism is a 
major part of the individual person‟s every day, and also 
how the individual views his or her fellow human beings. 
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Exactly what motors this desire to consume has evolved 
throughout history, just as the objects we consume has.  
The Nobles 
Anthropologist Grant McCracken has noted two 
significant periods in history regarding the expansion of 
consumerism in Europe. One was located in the 18th 
century, in connection with the industrial revolution and 
the rise of capitalism, and the other was located in the 
Elizabethan England in the late 16
th
 century. Without 
further explanation and elaboration on the matter, it may 
be strange to try and imagine consumption as being a main 
concern in the 1500‟s. But seen in the light of social status 
and position, it makes a lot more sense: The Elizabethan 
Nobles – whom consisted of aristocratic men originating 
from the greatest and wealthiest families of the land – 
privileged as they were, received their royal goods and 
favors directly to their country seats through 
intermediaries. But it wasn‟t long until Queen Elizabeth 
would put an end to this. Eventually she would make the 
nobles come to London and show up in court to press their 
case, and personally articulate what royal goods they 
desired to obtain. The Queen made this obligatory, and 
necessary for the Nobles to execute if they were interested 
in continuously receiving their royal goods. In order for 
the Queen to take notice of the individual Noble, it was 
necessary for them to express their status and identity 
through modes of consumption. These conditions naturally 
led to competition between the Nobles, and in order for the 
queen to acknowledge the individuals presence it was 
necessary to consume and wear more and more eye-
catching and colorful clothes. Another reason for the 
importance of the consumption and evolution of these 
various outfits, was that the court was to become a 
ceremony and a theatre that would project to the rest of the 
world how splendid and grand the rule of Elizabeth I was, 
and in this matter these colorful and overwhelming – and 
not least expensive – outfits that were displayed at the 
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court gave an impression of the Queens magnificence. 
Since the garments that the Nobles had to consume in 
order for the Queen to notice them in court were not at all 
cheap, the Nobles became even more dependent upon the 
generosity of the Queen. And in showing up in court in the 
finest couture of the century, the Nobles only did the 
Queen a big favor, in the way that her power was 
displayed outwardly through the consumption of the 
Nobles. What was perhaps the most brilliant part of her 
plan was that the Nobles paid for all the extravagant 
clothes themselves. As McCracken describes it: “The 
nobleman was „drawn into a riot of consumption‟” 
(Corrigan:1997:3)  
At this time in the 16
th
 century, families did not only 
consume in relation to what they felt they needed or 
desired at the time being or perhaps within the rest of their 
own lifetime; they often consumed with the intention of 
establishing the honor of members of their family from 
other generations; For instance, with keeping material 
belongings from a past generation, they would continue 
the honor and prestige of the family members who used to 
own it. And one of the reasons to gain new material items 
was to expand the honor of the present family members, 
and of those to come. When a family had owned and 
stored a consumed object for a long enough time, the 
object would naturally and with the consequence of time 
look increasingly used on the surface. This „used look‟ of 
the object came to be known as „Patina‟, and the more 
Patina an object radiated, the more valuable it became in 
the late 1500‟s. This so called Patina was a way to proof 
that you belonged to upper class, that you were wealthy; in 
other words, it worked as a status symbol.  
But since the Nobleman was forced to put a large amount 
of money into his competitive career-life at the court, in 
order for Queen Elizabeth to notice him instead of the 
other Nobles, the individual Nobleman started spending 
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more money on the garments necessary for court, than on 
objects for the whole family, objects that would one day be 
Patina; they simply did not have time to wait for it to 
become old enough and thereby become patina. This 
resulted in the individual consuming for his own good, 
rather than for the sake of the family: 
“The old system was turned upside down: it was not the 
family heirloom with its accumulation of ancient honours 
that counted, but the new, the up-to-date, and the different. 
We see here the birth of one of the most important 
phenomena in all of consumerdom: fashion” 
(Corrigan:1997:4) 
Of course, in this case it is impossible to generalize, since 
this was only the case for aristocratic, upper class males of 
England. 
The Great Transformation 
From the mid-18
th
 century an onwards the world started 
developing in a new way; with industrialization. Even 
though industrialization perhaps mainly offers associations 
to „the rise of the capitalist society‟, the changes in society 
back then were not only economical; they were also 
sociological. The perception of the „sense of self‟, before 
the beginning of the industrial revolution, was mainly 
mirrored back to an individual from „kinship ties‟ with 
family, or close friends in general. Identity was often 
closely tied together with career and family history; if your 
father was a blacksmith then chances that you yourself 
would also become a blacksmith were high. And if you 
were a blacksmith, your identity was mostly derived from 
this „choice‟ of career. You can almost say that you 
„inherited‟ your identity. 
As mentioned above, production and capitalism were not 
the only „consequences‟ industrialization brought with it; 
there were also ramifications on a social level of the 
society: Fixed and inherited identities were not a luxury 
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available after the industrialization. That meant that from 
the mid-18
th
 century and onwards, identity wasn‟t 
ascribed, but instead it was something that the individual 
had to achieve somehow. Purchasing material possessions 
was at this time a good way to establishing and 
communicating identity, and project wealth and a luxuriant 
lifestyle to the people outside your own kinship.  
This „identity-crisis‟ - or perhaps just „identity-
contemplation‟ - has been described and criticized by 
many. Amongst others by the German sociologist and 
philosopher Ferdinand Tönnies, who is best known for his 
description and distinction of the two social groups 
Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft.   
Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft  
In Ferdinand Tönnies „Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft‟ the 
social world is divided up into two categories; 
Gemeinschaft can best be described as a community of the 
closest of relationships that a person will be a part of 
throughout a lifetime: Parents, siblings and friends. These 
relationships are ruled by and based on love, mutual 
affection, nurture and a psychic connection. In the 
Gescellschaft on the other hand, which is best translated as 
society, people are separated and live isolated from one 
another. It is described as artificial mechanic and 
superficial, meaning that in the Gesellschaft the 
relationships between people are not deep and meaningful, 
like they are in the Gemeinschaft. The „relationships‟ in 
the Gesellschaft are actually just founded and grounded on 
business related issues. According to Tönnies, Gesellschaft 
are people independent of each other, and Gemeinschaft 
are people dependent on each other. An individual‟s 
identity is easily fixed, and can clearly be viewed within 
the safe walls of the Gemeinschaft; Family, friends and 
partners most likely have a very specific idea of what you 
are and who you are as a person. In the Gemeinschaft there 
is no need to display any sorts of artificial expressions of 
your identity, in order to manifest your social status. It is a 
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given right from the beginning. However, as mentioned 
above, the Gesellschaft is of a much more impersonal 
nature, artificial, mechanic, and the relationships in it 
amongst individuals is often only based on financial 
issues. Therefore it is almost unavoidable to connect the 
concept of Gesellschaft to the increasing identity-crisis that 
has developed during the industrial revolution, and after: 
“Wherever urban culture blossoms and bears fruits, 
Gesellschaft appears as its indispensable organ.” 
(Tönnies:1887:192) 
After the industrialization, people became more aware of 
the individual, and stopped focusing so much on the 
group-based sort of identity. The individual found itself 
moving further away from the comfortable and 
confirmatory Gemeinschaft and further into the unknown 
of the Gesellschaft.  
But what did the industrialization actually have to do with 
identity-crisis, and needs for affirmation? Capitalism and 
sociology can seem to be two very diverse focus points, 
but in fact there is a great connection. This connection also 
has a great connection to Karl Marx.  
Marx – Classes and production – Identity and 
consumption  
Like Tönnies‟s idea of Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft, 
Karl Marx also believed that society in his time could be 
split up into two main categories: Proletariat and 
bourgeois. He argued that the struggle between the classes 
– and the creation of classes in general – was caused by 
increasing industrialism and capitalism. Also, to keep the 
so called bourgeois society alive, he meant that there was a 
constant need for producing more, and thereby constantly 
elevates the growth. He also meant that this would 
inevitably lead to overproduction. Bourgeois evolved and 
revolutionized in the modes of production and exchange, 
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and Marx refers to the modern bourgeois society as a 
sorcerer: no longer able to control what it has started.  
The distinction and the social gap between the bourgeois 
society and the proletariat grew during the industrial 
revolution; for example the relationship between the 
working man and his boss was influenced, since the 
differences between the two were supplied. This only 
added to the identity crisis of the individual of the time of 
the industrialism. Also, with the industrial revolution came 
the classes, and with the classes came the class struggle. 
Identity had a great deal to do with the job you worked, 
how much money you made, private property, etc., and no 
longer had as much to do with kinship and the groups you 
lived in every day.  
Karl Marx definitely predicted some of the consequences 
of a capitalist society, and the consequences of the 
existence of the bourgeois, and in the text „The Class 
Struggle‟ the concept of consumption is mentioned, even 
though the word is not used; “…The epidemic of 
overproduction. Society suddenly finds itself put back into 
a state of momentary barbarisms […] because there is too 
much civilization […] too much industry, too much 
commerce. “(Marx:1888:156) 
Consumption can perhaps be described as a grandchild to 
production, since it is another definite consequence of it; 
because without production, what would consumption be? 
: “Competition among status groups, which, according to 
Weber are organized around modes of consumption, now 
seems of more import than struggle among classes, which, 
according to Marx, are organized around modes of 
production” (Dittmar:1992:1) 
Conclusion 
The behavior of the consuming nobleman in the 1500‟s 
may not have a direct link to today‟s society, and the 
consumption in it. And the reasons for consuming in the 
reign of Queen Elizabeth in the 16
th
 century are not 
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entirely the same as they are today. But with that being 
said, there are still significant connections; the noblemen 
consumed in order to display their high status in society, 
and to impress the Queen and gain her attention and her 
much desired approval. So consumption in those days was 
a communication that would demonstrate the amount of 
money, dedication and energy they put into impressing the 
highest of society, and manifesting their status. 
Simultaneously, these same intentions were on the Queens 
agenda as well; with the theatre and ceremony that was the 
court, the Queen – through the consumption patterns of her 
Nobles – also projected her status, magnificence and 
power to the rest of the world. What was also used as a 
symbol of the status – and with that the identity – of the 
Nobleman, was the use of „Patina‟ in old possessions such 
as for example furniture. The consumption to promote 
Patina was however soon used to promote the Nobleman 
in court in relation to Queen Elizabeth, and money was 
therefore spent more on the individual rather than on the 
family in a whole. The concept of „fashion‟ therefore came 
to be with this development.  
Before the Great Transformation – also known as the 
industrial revolution – an individual‟s identity was 
generally derived from career, and reflected from the tight 
relationship to family and kinship in general; the activities 
within the Gemeinschaft played a tremendous role in a 
person‟s life, and identity was ascribed. During the 
industrial revolution, and after, the social life as well as the 
financial life changed radically. People became 
increasingly more aware of the individual because of the 
changes in the labor market, and the increasing importance 
and power of the bourgeoisie; also the relationship 
between the working man and his superior changed, and 
became much more formal than before. Instead of 
everything being shared, the working man now did not 
own what he produced; the bourgeoisie did. Community 
and unity now looked completely different because of this, 
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and there were much more focus on the needs of the 
individual person. According to Marx this inequality – and 
overproduction as a consequence of industrialism – 
brought with it the formation of classes and with the 
classes the class struggle. Even though Marx‟s concerns on 
the rise of capitalism were mainly of overproduction and 
inequality between workers, his concerns were naturally 
additionally on the long-term consequences, and perhaps 
somewhere in his discontent with capitalism he predicted a 
postmodern society ruled by and based on too much 
commerce, and overproduction of commodities, and with 
this overconsumption of commodities.  
 
The Postmodern Society  
How is the rise of modern society connected with 
consumerism? 
Introduction 
The purpose of this chapter is to investigate the 
consequences of consumer society. It will be illustrated by 
using narcissism as a concrete example of what 
consequences this can have in a contemporary society. 
However for that discussion to take place, it is necessary to 
explain how the rise of modern society is connected with 
consumerism and the following consequences.    
In order to understand the basis for contemporary society, 
it is necessary to describe pre-modern society, in order to 
be aware of the shifts in the different societal models and 
how it has been radically altered.  
Traditional and postmodern society  
The British sociologist Anthony Giddens explains different 
forms of societies. One form he highlights is referred to as 
“traditional society,” traditional societies were dominated 
by a strong local community, where religion played a 
central role and significance was placed on customs and 
rituals to guide one‟s actions. In other words one would 
not have to actively reflect upon hard choices such as ways 
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to view the world or in relation to themselves, these thing 
where predetermined. In traditional societies the 
individual‟s identity would be closely linked to their work 
and it would reflect the family. Due to the above 
structures, Giddens claims that existential anxiety where 
almost non-existent in traditional society. Existential 
anxiety will be described later in this chapter. (Burkitt, 
2009: 168-173) 
The complexity involved in transformations of western 
society has led Giddens to label contemporary society as 
the “postmodern society”. Post modernity can be described 
as an indistinct notion.  It represents a break from 
traditions, in which traditions are no longer central; instead 
reflexivity dominates a postmodern society. This means 
that notions, knowledge and ideas are constantly 
challenged and as a result, Giddens argues that a 
transformation of intimacy has occurred, where the self 
becomes a reflexive project and a drive towards self-
actualisation follows.  According to Giddens this can 
trigger what he refers to as existential anxiety. This anxiety 
is connected to the fact that the individual has become a 
project in which one must create himself/herself. Merely 
creating your own identity is filled with anxiety due to the 
many choices and the complexities of postmodern society. 
Contrary to traditional society, identity has to be created 
by the individual, and in a contemporary context some 
individual‟s identity is associated with their work. In that 
aspect losing your job can for an example trigger an 
existential crisis. (Burkitt, 2009:168-173) 
In the absence of tradition it becomes harder for the 
individual to find a purpose with one‟s life. Furthermore 
the individual have almost endless possibilities or choices. 
Giddens describes it this way: “modernity confronts the 
individual with a complex diversity of choices and because 
it is non-foundational, offers little help with which options 
should be selected” (Giddens,1991:80 )  
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As a result of these structures, many individuals in a post- 
modern society will have extreme difficulty in establishing 
a “core identity” and making hard choices, which can 
define them as who they are. One way to damp existential 
anxiety and the complexities related to post modern 
society is through consumption. Giddens underlines that 
consumerism and post- modern society are intertwined 
phenomena‟s. He views consumerism as a sort of 
therapeutic response that can deal with some of the 
complexities the individual faces in a post- modern 
society. (Trentmann, 2004, summary) 
From the above it is possible to argue, that post- modern 
society is closely connected and in some ways dependent 
upon consumerism. However in order to fully understand 
this association, it needs to be underlined that the capitalist 
economy is very dependent upon individuals who 
consume, in order for the economy to function properly. 
This would only be possible in a post- modern society due 
to societal and economic structures that has allowed most 
social classes to be part of the consuming society. This can 
though be argued to have unintended consequences. In 
relation to more vulnerable social groups, it can have the 
effect of them investing much of their means into material, 
they in fact don‟t urgently need. In worst case scenarios 
this can have a negative effect in the way that they in some 
cases might not be able to support themselves or their 
families. Further which in this relation accounts all social 
classes is that they are pressured by notions of modern 
consumption, in which some will relate and build their 
entire life around material possessions. The consequences 
of that would logically be that relations to other 
individuals are downsized. However consumption in a 
post- modern society can for some individuals lower their 
existential anxiety. (Burkitt, 2009:168-173). 
Conclusion 
Western societies have undergone tremendous shift during 
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the last few centuries. In traditional societies the individual 
did not need to create his or hers own identity. This was 
already predetermined and was related to their work and 
family. In a post- modern society, a radical shift occurred 
in which the individual create their own identity and is 
responsible for creating their own life project.  This means 
that some individuals will experience an existential crisis, 
under which many will not be able to establish their own 
unique identity, but instead turn towards consumerism as 
way to damp this anxiety. Further we can conclude that 
post modernity and consumerism are closely connected 
phenomena‟s that are dependent upon each other. 
Consumption can be seen as a way to cope with 
consumerism in a post- modern context. 
Consumer society and Consumerism 
Stereotypes  
What theories exist on identity and consumerism and how 
does this relate to the role of advertising? 
Introduction 
 The media and shopping malls surrounding us influence 
us to consume. The growth of shopping malls give us 
access to the commodities such as products and item we 
desire and long for. In the post- modern society the 
consumption has lead to a new buying patterns where we 
desire new items in a way where yesterdays‟ items loses 
their value much faster than what they used to do. 
Consumerism has also lead to images where peoples‟ 
perception of one another has changed and we have 
created stereotypes. By looking into certain groups of 
people and what kind of objects they own. Explaining the 
concept of stereotypes it is an image that people make of 
one another according to their possessions, cloths and how 
they carry themselves in society. This is all been made to 
create a general opinion on individuals and to show how 
identities can be shaped by certain products. 
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Consumer society 
The society of consumers encourages, promotes and 
enforces a choice of a consumerist lifestyle and life 
strategy and dislikes the alternative of cultural options. 
The society is adapting the “guideline” of consumer 
culture and follows the guidelines strictly (Bauman 2007: 
53). 
The society of consumers does not recognize the 
difference in age, gender or class distinction (Bauman 
2007: 55). The society trains us from the early childhood 
and throughout our whole lives to become consumerists, 
from cradle to coffin (Bauman 2007: 54). For instance 
children have a huge selection of products to choose from 
and there are so many different kinds of brands and toys in 
the market. 
As soon as we can read the “shopping needs” it sets in our 
society where everybody is a consumer. 
We are informed that we need to own a certain products of 
a certain shop in order to retain the social status we desire 
to be apart of (Bauman 2007: 55). When we consume we 
are investing in our social membership, it is an investment 
in everything that is important for the individual and social 
value. 
 The consumption of today in our postmodern society such 
as fashion and commodities need to be accepted and 
therefore we follow certain codes to be a part of the 
community. This means that we have to keep with the 
speed and buy what is new in regards to be recognized and 
accepted by the others in our society as mentioned “to be 
and to stay ahead (ahead of the style pack)-that is, of the 
reference group, of the significant “others”, ` the others 
who count  `and whose approval or rejection draws the line 
between success or failure” (Bauman:2007 p.82.) 
We are surrounded by fashion and change of styles that 
can be challenging to stay on top of. In a society of 
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consumers we tend to have a sentiment belonging to the 
marked of goods. Bauman called this sensation for a 
sentiment of belonging. In other words, our surroundings 
of possessions place us to stay ahead with the new and 
knowing when something goes out of style (Bauman 2007: 
82).  
It is evident that consumer goods have a short lifetime 
today and therefore a short joy, but even though we are 
aware of the short lifespan of our items we have learned to 
accept it and it does not impact our buying patterns. 
Looking at the development of buying new consumer 
goods humans has created new needs and we are in 
possession of more things now than we were 50 years ago. 
And it is therefore very clear that we have increasingly 
more needs to be fulfilled in order to be satisfied.  Because 
of this rapid development we have changed our economic 
system, expanded the number of goods to buy and it has 
created an economic advantage for the retailers, according 
to Bauman. To maintain the stream, where we buy items 
with a short lifespan, the satisfaction must be short and 
temporarily- because if it last too long we will not buy as 
many new items. To maintain the increased growth of new 
consumer goods it requires that our needs have no end and 
we must be insatiable (Bauman 2007: 98).  
Which puts us in a situation where we can change our 
identity, seek new beginnings, new identity disguised as a 
privilege (Bauman 2007: 100).  
When we seek new beginnings, new life and new identities 
it can be viewed as a condition of opportunity to be „re-
born‟ again.   
A manner to create a new life according to Bauman; 
occurs by changing careers, families and identity, these 
factors provides a new beginning, we can even change our 
looks which would last us forever. There is clearly a goal 
for this generation to construct our image so it fits with the 
33 
 
ideal of beauty; an ideal we have learned is the right way 
to look through media and fashion. To shape our 
appearance we transform ourselves with expensive plastic 
surgery in the need for looking more similar to the images 
and ideal shapes we have created. Ideals of beauty which 
can be seen in magazines and media, they illustrate to the 
people what is the right way to look. The brand new and 
eye catching identities are never more far away than to the 
nearest mall so we have access to supplies most of our 
wake hours.  
 The compulsiveness and shop dedication of people are 
portrayed very well in this statement “You l`l be bored of 
your work, your spouses, your lovers, the view of your 
window, the furniture or wallpaper on your room, your 
thoughts, yourselves. (…) You may take up changing jobs, 
residence, company, country, climate; you may take up 
promiscuity, alcohol. Travel, cooking lessons, drugs, 
psychoanalysis…In fact you may lumb all these together 
and for a while it will work. Until the day, of course, when 
you wake up in your bedroom amid a new family and an 
different wallpaper, in a different state and climate, with a 
sheep of bills from your travel agent and your shrink, yet 
the stale feeling toward the light of day pouring through 
your window” (Bauman 2007: p.112.) 
This quote of Bauman illustrates as mentioned before how 
the consumerist society has a well-grounded starting point 
in making crucial changes and to start new lives. The 
expansion of opportunities we can choose, to live another 
life and create a new identity. The desired level of needs 
and satisfactions has come with our buying patterns, where 
the consumer culture goes after the new commodities, 
yesterdays` items are useless and we become shop 
addictive.  
 
Stereotypes 
For consumption to create identity it requires that people 
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have a general idea for what different products mean and 
represent. 
Helga Dittmar writes about stereotypes in groups and how 
they view themself in with how they are viewed by others. 
The objects and possessions we own can indicate which 
kind of stereotype group we belong to. If we separate three 
groups and look at students, business managers and 
unemployed people, you could guess which typical 
material possessions they would own. Dittmar illustrates 
how the three different groups had listed which items a 
typically member of each of the groups would have. The 
businessmen were guessed to have antique furniture, 
original artwork, and cars like a Porsche, credit cards and 
cameras.  The unemployed people were seen as owning 
basic essentials such as beds, duvets, kitchen equipment, 
medicine, clothes and furniture.  Students were guessed to 
own tapes, records, stereos, textbooks and study notes. 
These different economically groups shared some of the 
same stereotype view of the possessions of the members.  
For instance the unemployed and the businessmen had the 
same view of the typical possessions of a student. 
Possessions owned by the groups were divided in; 
economic and wealth-related items and material 
possessions linked to employment and associated activities 
on the others. The material image of businessmen like a 
briefcase, car, money and credit cards could be associated 
to their finances or work. The material image of a typical 
student, which involves books, tapes, records and stereos 
mostly referred to spare time, activities and objects to 
make them able to study.  The group of unemployed was 
seen to own material items, which, referred to basic 
essentials (clothes, furniture), passive entertainment 
(television and books) and sentimental values such as 
photos.  Thus there are real inequalities in these groups 
and the views of them are overemphasised in stereotypical 
images.  In these findings it is evident that material 
possessions are used as stereotypical descriptions in 
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different social economic groups. In the result where two 
different groups had the same stereotype view of another 
group, it underlines that the material group characteristics 
can be regarded as a socially shared point of view. Hence, 
material symbols are an important factor in how people 
organize their perception of different social economic 
groups, which means that wealth and employment status 
plays a big role in this perception. In that manoeuvre one 
can navigate and locate other people in a social material 
hierarchy. By placing and evaluate people by their settings 
in professions and employment status is useful when 
placing others in their social worlds and form impressions 
and anticipate which relationship one could have with 
them.  In order to find material stereotypes in the society 
of consumerism, a cross-cultural research is a good way to 
investigate (Dittmar, 1992: 144-153).  
Conclusion:  
There are many sides of consumption and we can look at it 
from different angles. Bauman argues that consumer goods 
give us power to retain the social position- a social 
membership in our world of consumerism culture. 
Through ownership of items we place ourselves in a social 
position and people view each other in a certain way 
regarding what material position you have purchased. The 
things you own end up to portray your identity and the 
status in the social world. We are so surrounded and 
entangled by commodities that it becomes a lifestyle, a 
lifestyle of consumerist culture. The society has adopted 
and created a “guideline” that navigates us in which 
commodity to be in position of, in other word which 
material goods are accepted by the society and that creates 
a sense of self-esteem for the consumer. We are being 
trained from an early age to consume and the marked does 
not recognize the difference in age, gender or class. By the 
help of media and shopping malls children are surrounded 
by a huge amount of different toys to play with and the joy 
of owning new items are very short. In fact that we have 
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accepted that the things we buy has a short lifespan and 
that we need to buy new things the minute it does not 
function any more. It seems that we have created more 
needs in order to be satisfied. Images of beauty and the 
consumer culture pressure us to be someone else in order 
to reach the goals of looking more similar to our ideal that 
media and magazines create. With the opportunities on 
different commodities to buy we have increased the desire 
level of needs and satisfaction and yesterdays items are 
seen as useless and in this buying pattern we have become 
shop addictive. Another material factor is the one where 
we evaluate people in social settings according to what 
possessions they own. To indicate what stereotype you 
belong to you are most likely to have commodities that 
portray you in a certain way. People have a general idea of 
what certain types of products mean i.e. they show who 
you are and put you into a specific group in society. 
 
Identity & Advertising  
What theories exist on identity and consumerism and how 
does this relate to the role of advertising? 
Introduction 
Identity and consumption are two concepts which are 
interwoven with each other and therefore affect one 
another.  Identity in itself is a very subjective matter but 
what can be said on identity is that it is both about your 
own perception of yourself and how others perceive you. 
We will be looking into how consumption in our modern 
society is affecting our identity. It will be investigated how 
consuming different types of products and items might or 
even could change your thoughts and believes about 
yourself and others. One of our approaches is how 
advertising and commercials are focusing on our identity 
and how they affect our identity; instead of just persuading 
us to buy the actual products. And could this increase of 
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consumption have the power to alter our perception of 
ourselves to become more self-centered? 
The Concept of Identity  
Erik Erikson‟s definition of identity:‟‟The conscious 
feeling of having an identity is based on two simultaneous 
observations: the immediate perceptions of one‟s 
selfsameness and continuity in time; and the simultaneous 
perception of the fact that others recognize ones sameness 
and continuity‟‟ (Zepf 2009;144) 
This theory by Erik Erikson means that identity is not 
something that is easily changed since it needs to be 
agreed on by both you and others while at the same time 
have continuity in time. That however doesn‟t mean that 
we don not try to make drastic changes to our identity nor 
does it mean that it id impossible. But if you accept 
Erikson\s theory it should be evident that it is not 
something easily done and neither is it something done 
overnight.  
The concept of identity has in modern society become 
closely linked to the act of consumption. Expressions like 
„„we are what we have and possess‟‟ (Zepf 2009) Have 
become popular by people looking into theories of 
identity. But what is the actual link between identity and 
consumption.  Well it doesn‟t take long to see the 
inconsistency in our purchases today. We choose to buy 
expensive brands instead of other brands that offer items, 
that at least when looking at the instrumental value offer 
roughly the same product. Well the answer must be that 
we think, consciously or sub-consciously, that these 
expensive brands offer something more than what we get 
from the average brand. But if this extra something isn‟t in 
the form of an instrumental value then what is it?    
If we want to look at how identity is affected by 
consumerism or how consumerism is affected by an effort 
to create a fitting identity, then maybe the solution is to 
look at why we choose to buy the things we do.  
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Advertising and its effect on consumption 
People have always consumed whether it has been daily 
needs such as food and clothing or the luxuries such as 
designer clothing or branded food in the grocery markets, 
consumption has always been a feature in people‟s lives. 
The question of today is if the pattern of consumption has 
changed and if people of the western world consume more 
than what actually is needed. Branding, advertising, 
product placement are all ways that show us and make us 
more aware of and attentive of items and feelings we 
might not ever reflected on or knew we had towards 
specific items.   
Consumption and the advertising of commodities take its 
course already from the industrial revolution. The 
industrial revolution set the tone for our living standards of 
today and how our lives and our patterns of consumption 
have changed. 
 “The increase in work productivity achieved through the 
division of labour and technological modernisation lead to 
a giant leap in production output of both industry and 
agriculture which in turn allowed increased consumption 
levels”. (Oksana,Power,2009:20)  
The industrial productivity has increased, since 1750 by 
factor of 100 and in the last 100 years by 40-fold but the 
population has not been able to keep the same speed which 
in the long run has meant an increase per capita in our 
consumption level. There are three main factors that have 
been part of this process.  
1. Replacing labor with capital, resources and energy, 
leading to increased labor productivity and rising 
levels of per capita production and consumption;  
 
2. Developing large number of new products and 
services that did not exist before and the need for 
which was not apparent until they had been designed;  
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3. Increasing efficiency of production processes leading 
to decreasing costs of goods and services, stimulating 
their consumption. (Oksana,Power,2009:20) 
Advertising and marketing are key factors for facts such as 
number two and three to be as good as they can be and 
being able to reach out to as many people as possible. 
Without having the tools to show the people all the 
products and merchandise being made in our industrial 
society; that produce in immense velocity, consumption 
would never be what it is today and grow in the rapid 
speed if it was not for all the commercials, advertising  and 
brand focus we have today. Advertising is one of the main 
reasons people want and need change toward a specific 
brand and create a feeling you never knew existed toward 
an item or product you never knew you wanted or needed 
in the first place. The production speed of any kind of item 
is so rapid that it increases your options and opportunity to 
choose exactly what you want in color, size, brand and 
price etc. and according to Pakulski and Waters our 
industrial society is undergoing a tremendous social 
change. (Giddens,2006:308) The political, social and 
economic importance of class is in decline and the 
industrial societies we are used to have changed from an 
organized society to a new stage, which Pakulski and 
Waters call „status conventionalism‟. ( Giddens,2006:308) 
What they mean by this term is that the inequalities in our 
society still exists but that the differences in status and 
prestige have changed according to our lifestyle and 
consumption patterns. The class you come from has no 
longer as great importance in a person‟s identity as to how 
and what they choose to consume. One of the main reasons 
for this shift is that there has been a change in property 
ownership. ( Giddens,2006:308) Property ownership is less 
restricted and the competition between different firms 
becomes greater and the privilege the dominant capitalism 
and the managerial class once had to reproduce and pass 
on its advantage to next generation is not as great anymore.  
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These social changes and the changes in property 
ownership are all results of how the consumer power has 
improved. The markets of today have never been as 
competitive and diverse as they are now which means that 
the firms must be more insightful and open towards 
reaching the consumers demands. Which gives the 
consumer tremendous power, a power that the advanced 
industrial society is privileged to uphold and be a part of.   
What marks the underprivileged in our contemporary 
society is the incapability to be part of our „status 
consumption‟ i.e. the buying of cars, houses, holidays and 
consumer goods. ( Giddens,2006:309).  And the modern 
society is stratified; the differences are made by cultural 
consumption not the class position in the division of 
employment.  Even Bauman is known to have said 
“lifestyles boil down almost entirely to styles of 
consumption” (Oksana,Power,2009:21) 
The choices we are able to make are strongly influenced 
by advertising and the media. The consumer is being 
exposed to different kinds of media all the day every day, 
radio, TV, internet which gives the firms and industries 
huge power to influence the customer. An American 
person of today is exposed to over 3000 ads per day and 
sees more advertisements in a year than what one was 
exposed to in a life time 50 years ago. Expenditures of the 
global advertising industry reached 643 billion in the US 
in 2008. (Oksana, Power,2009:21) 
Another strong factor in how we consume are other 
cultural medias that might not be associated with 
advertising per say but have as great of an impact on us as 
direct advertising such as public debate, visual arts, pop 
music and movies.  (Oksana, Power,2009:21). The 
approach of that kind of product placement is much more 
subtle and might not even make us realize when we have 
gotten affected to buy a certain product that later on could 
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make an impact on you or even change your identity. The 
human being is a very changeable nature that easily is 
affected by outer forces. Advertising is a huge part of how 
people respond and react to different products and how 
their consumption behavior changes according to what 
they have seen or are looking at. Referring to appendix 1,  
a picture says more than a thousand words. The ad is about 
jeans made by Calvin Klein and the only jeans you 
actually see in the picture are the models knees. Nowhere 
except for the small text in the button of the picture do you 
see any indication of the picture being an ad for jeans. But 
still the picture, by its free spirited theme with a woman on 
a quite large motorcycle, makes you want to look at it. The 
man to the right has no indication what so ever of being a 
face of a jeans campaign but his green intense eyes makes 
you look. And by having these two retracting forces you 
want to look at the picture and after having looked at it for 
a couple of seconds you draw the attention to the lyric and 
notice the main purpose which is a jeans commercial. The 
jeans almost become secondary to feeling you get while 
looking at the picture and getting the sense of freedom. 
This is how Calvin Klein at that time wanted to empower 
the woman by showing her freedom and her power. This 
commercial is from the 1991 and the refinement of the 
advertisement shows the importance of having a thought 
and feeling about thee or a product being a life style not 
only a product. You are not just buying jeans you are 
getting the sense of empowerment and freedom while 
doing it.  
This is the sense of identity as a strong individual human 
being you want to get when consuming a product that you 
might not even need. As a consumer you want to feel good 
about what you consume.  You want to be able to identify 
yourself with whatever you are spending your money on 
and feel that it suits your character and personality.  
Even according to S. Zepf. the value of the product has 
changed, the consumer of today is so refined that the 
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advertising for certain categories and buying markets has 
to be directed at the psychic needs of potential buyers. The 
product must appeal to the individuals longing and give 
the illusion that they can be satisfied with the product in 
question.   
Dichter explains it by saying “Individuals project 
themselves into products. In buying a car they actually buy 
an extension of their own personality. When they are 
„„loyal‟‟ to a commercial brand, they are loyal to 
themselves.” (Zepf, 2010:145) 
The buyer unconsciously identifies the scenes or pictures 
of a commercial with the merchandise and how it is being 
advertised in an equal way with its senses of his or her 
unconscious wishes. The media persuades the customers 
with commercials and in an unconscious way the buyer‟s 
self-representation gets conscious on the item itself and the 
values of it and is now able to classify the item as a 
belonging to one‟s personal identity. (Zepf, 2010:145). 
Something that Dichter also emphasis the distinguish he 
makes between an extension of personality and buying a 
personality which are two different cases. In the matter of 
extending the personality the individual are able to project 
themselves into products in buying a personality the 
individuals buy the image, the size of the product and the 
brand. (Zepf,2010:146). If the purpose of buying a certain 
item or brand is to determine the individual personality it 
could be a sign of simple and insecure personality.   
But consumption and advertising are not the only two 
factors of how and what quantity people choose to buy in. 
There is a big difference in how women vs. men are being 
approached of the advertising industry and how products 
are being portrayed keeping the specific gender in mind. 
Being able to target your consumer down to gender 
enables the industry to reach out in a more precise and 
accurate way straight to the consumer in mind. This gives 
the product a strong and reliable starting point.  
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Because consumption is a very subjective matter and there 
is a fine line between buying a product to extend your 
identity and buying a product to get an identity. The 
consumer still wants to feel like the choice was his or hers 
and not somebody deciding for them what item they 
should get.  
Referring back to Fight Club, consumption and identity 
have become a common discussion in our society and 
there has even been made a movie about how we are 
consuming and how your identity is fragile to get affected 
by all consumer goods. And how you do not want the 
items you get to define you as a person or shape the person 
you want to become. The movie is a bit of an exaggeration 
but still the issues being broad up in the movie are very 
real and some ought to show our reality of today. The 
narrator of the movie has taken consumption to such an 
extreme that he ends up resenting it all, not knowing why 
he even consumed at the first place.  
In our society today we are exposed to some kind of 
advertising or product placement every day, and you are 
often set up to make some kind of choice regarding a 
product. Whether you have been exposed to the specific 
advertising beforehand, unconscious or conscious you are 
actively making the choice on what product to get and why 
you are getting that exact one item. When this becomes too 
much and you do not even know why you need certain 
products or brands to extend you personality or define you 
as a person and your identity is being questioned on being 
real or not that is when we as human beings really see the 
outcome of consumption and the actual affect advertising 
have on us. 
Consumption in Relation to Identity 
We no longer live our lives in just one social group. A lot 
of people today have jobs that require a certain kind of 
identity. They are required to wear certain uniforms or 
maybe they are asked not to show certain things, tattoos, 
44 
 
piercings etc. but its more than just the job situation we act 
and represent ourselves differently in different social 
settings. You probably use a different language around 
your friends than you would around your grandparents. All 
this is needed in a modern society. The different social 
groups are far more connected. And that have made it so 
much more important to be capable of this identity 
transformation. So how do you change your identity?  
Well one way would be consumption.  
It‟s important to be aware that consumerism is a concept 
that covers a lot of different types of consumption. 
Possibly the most important distinction is that between 
Instrumental consumption and symbolic consumption.  
Instrumental consumption is when the consumptions have 
a direct functional importance. That could be a direct use 
that is needed in your life, like a chauffeur needs a car or 
how we all need food. Symbolic consumption should be 
understood as consumption that is related to expressing 
your identity, why some people buy special brands even 
though they could get a much cheaper item with an almost 
indistinguishable functional value. But on top of that both 
instrumental and symbolic consumption can work as a way 
of regulating emotions, create joy or provide comfort and 
security. Furthermore the symbolic identity related 
consumption works in many different ways. It is a way of 
signaling a belonging to a group, class, sub-culture or to 
express a certain status. It can also work to exclude people 
who for a number of reasons can‟t keep up with the 
consumption. The symbolic consumption is also used for 
more personal reasons to mark relationships, personal 
history or express personal values.  (Dittmar 2008;30-42) 
at the core of this symbolic is a theory on identity called 
symbolic interactionism. It‟s a theory that embodies an 
active self-reflectivity where you consider yourself though 
the eyes of others. As put by George Herbert mead we 
“must [first] be others if we are to be ourselves”  
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The relation between identity and consumerism go way 
back in time as we have explored earlier. It also goes way 
back to the start of our own life. We are brought up with 
consumption and we are using consumption from an early 
age to understand the world around us better. Studies have 
shown that not only do possessions serve to help infants in 
understanding the difference between I and others, it also 
help adults both make up new identities and maintain their 
identity. But it would seem that it could then also be 
contributing in breaking down our identity. An example 
where this is used in the opposite direction is in prisons 
where inmates sometimes are stripped of their possessions 
and made to wear a uniform. This deindividuation has 
shown to have deep impact on how people behave and 
exemplifies how consumerisms seem to have huge impact 
on our lives. Besides from maintaining an identity 
possessions also help us in a self-completion project. We 
all have an idea about who we are. And since very few of 
us would consider ourselves perfect we also have an idea 
of what we want to be. This is both how we would like 
others to see us but also how we would like to see 
ourselves. Here the possessions work to achieve this new 
perception of our identity. Consumerism becomes the link 
that we use to take us from who we are at the moment to 
who we think we ought to be or who we ideally want to be. 
This interplay between consumerism and identity coupled 
with today‟s society does however create a number of 
problems. One of these problems is if you don‟t feel a 
connection between your selves. Self-discrepancy theory is 
an attempt to explain this disconnection. The Self-
discrepancy theory focuses on three specific 
understandings of identity. The actual self, the self that 
represents the personality that one believes they have at 
this exact moment in time. The ideal self, the self that 
represents the self that one wishes to be. The ought self, 
the self one thinks they ought to be. The problem starts 
when there is a discrepancy between these selves. The 
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theory claims that actual-ideal self-discrepancy lead to 
dejection and actual-ought self-discrepancy lead to 
agitation. However especially actual-ideal self-discrepancy 
have been linked to depression and anxiety. 
Identity was earlier largely formed around such things as 
religion, social class and family. But today these things are 
far less important in the construction of a self. Today‟s 
individual is in a sense free to create their own identity 
both from their own point of view but also free to adjust 
other people‟s perception of their identity. However this 
might also bring some new challenges Zukin and Maguire 
put it like this  
“Identity shifts from a fixed set of characteristics 
determined by birth and ascription to a reflexive, ongoing, 
individual project shaped by appearance and performance. 
This freedom, however comes at the cost of security; 
without fixed rules, the individual is constantly at risk of 
getting it wrong, and anxiety attends each other.” (Dittmar 
2008;12)  
Most people would agree that this freedom from what we 
are born into is a good thing. In many ways it‟s the basic 
of a modern western society. And it‟s a freedom we 
wouldn‟t be without. But it‟s not necessarily a freedom 
that comes cheap. It creates a lifelong project that needs 
attention.  
This view of consumption as an extension of ourselves is 
further backed up by the experiences of people who have 
been robbed. Many of these victims will describe the loss 
of an object as much more than just that. The objects are a 
part of themselves and losing them then becomes a loss of 
self. This is the case with the unintentional loss of objects 
however getting rid of objects could also work to rid 
yourself of a no longer fitting concept of yourself.  
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 This understanding of consumption as a more or less 
conscious project to create the wanted identity is however 
not the only way of understanding the dynamics behind 
consumption. Another view is consumption as a 
biologically wired instinct. We probably all own items at 
home that we never use items which are just basically 
tucked away in a drawer somewhere. You have probably 
also heard of people who are hoarding to an extreme 
degree. And maybe this is not such a strange thing. Items 
have always had a special place amongst us. If we have 
items, someone will have a need for us. We become 
important; we gain the upper hand in a power struggle.  
Helga Dittmar notes how studies have shown a significant 
difference between men and women‟s consumption. 
Where men were largely focused on the outcome of their 
purchase a lot of woman were equally interested in the 
shopping experience itself. This joy from the shopping 
experience can also be seen in what is called impulse 
buying. A kind of consumption where the purchase is not 
thoroughly though through. The buyer might give no 
regard to the prize of the item. Here the item might not 
even be important or useful to the person at all. Often it is 
the triumph of the commercials who manage to convince a 
person they need some product. Furthermore this impulse 
buying might suggest that there is some reason to 
recognize the importance of considering the biological 
aspect to consumption. One advantage to this impulse 
buying is its immediate gratification. Impulse buyers have 
described how they can turn their mood around by just a 
quick visit to the shops.  
Today we grow up with consumerist goods. Children are 
left more and more to themselves and their toys. Siegfried 
Zepf argues that the consequence of this is self-
idealization. With this lack of interaction from the Childs 
parents the child form a non-personal identity. Where the 
child identify instead with concepts and products, comic 
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book heroes, internet games etc. if the child identifies with 
objects instead of people it could also create a fear of 
losing the love of objects.  
 
Conclusion 
As we have shown consumerism and one‟s identity goes 
hand in hand. There are both theories and facts to prove it 
and we are brought up in a modern society where 
consumption, any kind of consumption, is a common 
notion. Everybody is aware of the fact that we consume 
whether its‟ basic commodities or commodities that are 
seen as luxury goods.  
Consumption is a fact in our contemporary society, with 
that said other questions evolve. Why do we consume? 
How are the values of products changing in such rapid 
speed as they do today? How does it make us feel while 
consuming?  This is where our identity really is put to its 
limit and one of our key factors in the process of how we 
consume.  Advertising in the other hand plays a huge role 
as well but is targeted differently as there is a whole 
industry behind it and adverting has been a huge help to 
support consumption and leading people on to a 
consuming behavior. Specific products would never be 
able to sell in larger quantities if it was not for the 
advertising industry that promote and put commodities in 
their right environment with the right public to buy the 
items.  
Consumerism is actively being used to form and express 
our identity. We use it to symbolize which social groups 
we belong to or wish to belong to. This identity formation 
is a lifelong process where consumption plays a central 
role. When dealing consumption in relation to identity 
formation it is probably the easiest to look at the symbolic 
purchases that it would seem we all make. 
We take a quick look at ourselves as we understand others 
would see us and decide which item fits us, who we want 
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to be or who we ought to be. This easily available 
consumption has given us a seemingly easy way of 
maintaining, evolving or changing our identity. However it 
might not be all that simple. As we have discussed in this 
chapter the self-discrepancy theory outlines the 
psychological dangers of the consumer society. 
Narcissism  
Can narcissism be seen as a consequence of consumerism? 
Introduction 
Today we grow up with a behavior that encourages 
consuming patterns. Children are left more and more to 
themselves and their toys. Siegfried Zepf argues that the 
consequence of this is self-idealization. With this lack of 
interaction between the child and the parents, the child 
forms a non-personal identity. Where the child identify 
instead with concepts and products, comic book heroes, 
internet games etc. if the child identifies with objects 
instead of people it could also create a fear of losing the 
love of objects (Zepf, 2009) 
Giddens argues that the complexities individuals 
experience in a postmodern society arguably leads to 
consequences for persons who are not able to adapt in the 
post- modern society and as a partial result we have 
witnessed a rise in many different psychological illnesses, 
both minor and more serious ones; one of these being 
narcissism, which we have chosen to focus on. (Burkitt, 
2009:170) 
A short introduction to narcissism 
The history of Narcissism begins with the classical account 
of narcissus, which fell in love with himself when he saw 
his reflection in a lake; this eventually led to his death. 
More recently Freud developed his own theory of 
narcissism, based on the story of narcissus. This was later 
heavily critized by Karen Horney, who realized that 
individuals with narcissistic tendencies in fact felt empty 
50 
 
and loathing towards themselves. Most theorists on the 
area agree that to diagnose a person as being a narcissist, 
one must fulfil a number of criteria‟s. It is important to 
underline that there are different degrees and extremes of 
narcissism, ranging from healthy forms of narcissism, 
which every person contains, to the more extreme forms, 
including psychosis. (Brørup, Hauge, Thomsen, 2006: 
332-335) 
Psychologist Lars Lundmann Jensen portrays the 
narcissistic tendencies, which he argues is closely related 
to the postmodern society. His work backs up the theories 
described by Giddens in this project. It is related in the 
sense that Jensen describes and explains how the 
individual has changed and in a contemporary context has 
become a self-reflexive project. In working with 
narcissism Jensen has outlined a psycho sociological 
approach, as he believes society and the individual are 
inseparable objects. Jensen argues that having a 
narcissistic personality structure is more common and 
widespread in a contemporary context. He however warns 
that not everybody is narcissistic, but however maintains 
that it is a more accepted personality type.  Jensen argues 
that the character type most dominant in a traditional 
society would appear to have a more stabile identity. This 
was due to the fact that people did not seek, nor needed the 
same amount of attention and approval from other 
individuals, namely because their identity was more secure 
and based upon the nature of their work and that of their 
families. However in the postmodern society norms and 
demands are higher towards the individual and the 
diversity and conflicting burdens, Jensen argues cannot be 
internalised into ones identity. Further as a result of this 
and changed family structures in which parents no longer 
spend as much time with their children and instead focus 
on their own career, individuals will be more prone 
towards developing narcissism.  In complementing and 
expanding Jensens theory regarding narcissism, is s. Zepf 
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who in great detail describes the typical childhood for a 
child that will be more proned towards developing 
narcissism. He furthermore interlinks consumer society 
with narcissism. (Jensen, 2006: 111-117) 
Narcissism in relation to childhood and consumerism 
According to S. Zepf narcissist do not distinguish between 
material objects and other individuals. He further argues 
that they are very manipulative in their relations with other 
people. As a result the narcissist considers humans and 
materials merely as expendable. Zepf considers this to be 
the result of a complex childhood experience and impacts 
of the consumer society.  
In relation to identity formation in childhood Zepf states 
that the role of the family has been altered in the 
postmodern society. Considering first the role of the father, 
which has changed from a patriarchal figure, to, in a 
modern context to position himself as a character, that is 
less important and invisible to the child. The father no 
longer has a job that produces a concrete material that the 
child can see and understand as a manifestation of the 
workingman. Simultaneously the father spends more time 
working and less time interacting with his child; as a result 
the child is therefore unable to some degree to identify 
with the father. The mother‟s role in the modern family has 
also been transformed from that of a stereotypical 
housewife, which takes care of the accommodations and 
seeking to pleasure her husband and being attentive 
towards the child, this has transformed into being almost 
similar to that of the father.  According to Zepf a coldness 
and un-relatedness was observed in many of the mothers 
when interacting with their children. Moreover it was 
found that the parent‟s interactions and upbringing of their 
children was lacking intimacy and instead focused on 
rational cold development of their children. In this relation 
children are seen as a part of the parents own lifestyle 
project in which they elaborate their self-constructed 
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identities through their children. The consequence of that 
is that some children are brought up in a world with 
limited emotional interaction with both their parents and 
humans.(Zepf, 2009:146-148) Instead they are left to 
themselves, toys and television. The following quote by S. 
Zepf describes a possible character development in 
children. 
“The inner withdrawal from personal objects is 
accompanied by turning to the material world 
outside in which the differences between 
persons and things are suspended both get 
similarly functionalized for the same reason-to 
stabilize the consumers narcissistic vanity in 
order to avoid unpleased.”(Zepf , 2009: 148) 
 
This creates a child that is unable to form deep relations 
with other humans, and instead the child identifies with 
materials objects and creates its own idols and notions of 
how it should be like. As a consequence of that the child 
starts not only to identify itself with objects and become 
unable to differentiate and value human qualities from 
material objects. Zepf argue that when a child primarily or 
entirely identifies with objects, it understands itself as no 
different than a material object. As a result the child could 
develop an extreme fear of losing the object because the 
possession is the childs perception of love and security. 
This lack of emotional ties to their surroundings naturally 
follows the child into their adulthood. Consequently the 
adult will experience that this fact remains true and that 
they crave admiration and love from others. Zepf further 
explains that many narcissists will seek towards 
establishing a career in business life, where because of the 
structures related to capitalist economy, everybody is in 
opposition and competition to each other is the perfect 
place for a narcissist to thrive.  In this environment they 
will reduce themselves and others to their utility value 
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related to work. This however brings in a new dimension 
of consequences, meaning that the narcissist will not be 
appreciated for its character traits and as such experience 
the same cold and instrumental relations with other people, 
reflecting that of the childhood. (Zepf, 2009:148-151) 
Zepf further elaborates with the following quote, on how 
closely linked consumerism and narcissism is: 
“The individual‟s protection, however, depends on 
whether they can manage to convince themselves of their 
narcissist omnipotence again and again. For in so doing 
society offers a field; the field of consumption”(Zepf, 
2009: 149) 
For a narcissist consumerism offers a perfect way of 
further implement and portraying their status. In this way it 
seems that consumer society is a perfect environment for 
the narcissist. There are however more extreme problems 
related to narcissism:  
“This aggressive behaviour is particularly appropriate for 
convincing oneself of ones‟ own grandiosity. It helps to 
restore ones fragile narcissism in a twofold sense: 
aggressive behaviour is accompanied by an extraordinarily 
high degree of narcissistic enjoyment, owing to its 
presenting the ego with a fulfilment of the latters old 
wishes from omnipotence”(Zepf, 2009: 151) 
In this way Zepf presents some of the more extreme 
consequences related to narcissism.  In relation to not 
having fulfilled their needs for attention and approval a 
narcissist might react in a violent way. One example of 
this could be the new occurring phenomena known as 
happy slapping, where the narcissist will attempt to 
counter the minor complexes experienced. In this way the 
narcissist both draw attention toward himself and reinforce 
their power position towards their victims, they further in 
this way reduce their victims to objects. (Zepf, 2009:151) 
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Criteria’s for narcissism  
Below are the criteria‟s for narcissism: 
A fluctuating self-esteem, ranging from the feelings of 
megalomania to sudden feelings of self-loathing   
Zero tolerance from criticism from others  
An inner felling of emptiness 
Symptoms of hypochondria 
A profound need of the attention of others and admiration, 
and a necessity for being in the centre of everything, 
including a complete lack of interest in other individuals. 
A disturbed relationship to other people, where the 
narcissist consider other individuals as props in their lives. 
Anxiety for dependence of others because of a fear of 
being let down. 
Jealousy, anger towards other people and things they poses 
Sexual disturbance  
an unsecure personality and identity is often observed. 
This furthermore means that a narcissist will often use 
splitting, projective identification, deniability and rage. 
(Brørup, Hauge, Thomsen, 2006: 336) 
 
Narcissism in Fight Club 
We have chosen to use narcissism because we have 
observed that these tendencies are heavily present in the 
movie Fight club. In the beginning of the movie the main 
narrator experience an emptiness that is sought to be 
fulfilled by consuming and buying new furniture‟s for his 
apartment. In this relation his consumption patterns could 
be viewed as a way for him to further build and create his 
identity. The narrator experience insomnia and contacts the 
doctor, which tells him, that it is not a life threatening 
condition. The narrator however maintains this claim and 
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starts to make up new conditions. This can be interpreted 
as a sign of hypochondria. He furthermore attends support 
meetings, in which he uses the members as props in order 
to fill his emptiness. His relations with these people as a 
result can be described as manipulative and instrumental. 
Additionally he can use the support groups to have his 
need for attention and admiration fulfilled. However in this 
relations Marla enters the scene and the main character 
experience an aggression towards her. This aggression is 
complimented by him using splitting to divide the 
members of the support into the good guys and 
experiencing Marla as the bad guy and the root to his new 
occurring problems.  The narrator however, when 
obtaining the identity of Tyler, gets involved in an 
emotionally cold sexual relationship with Marla. This is 
characterized by as a disturbed one, in which emotions and 
feelings are left out. The narrator continues to experience 
emptiness and cannot solve these, shortly thereafter he 
meets Tyler and fight club is created. Fight club presents 
for the narrator a whole new level for obtaining admiration 
and attention as one of the founders of fight club. In fight 
club violence is reduced to an instrument, that is fun and 
people are reduced to objects. This is deepened when 
project mayhem is initiated and the members of it are 
reduced to numbers and stripped of their personality. This 
further puts the narrator in complete control and puts him 
even further in the centre of everything. Throughout the 
movie the narrator experience feelings of aggression and 
rage, which is fulfilled by fight club. Most of these 
symptoms correspond with what is described in this 
project concerning narcissism. 
Conclusion 
We have observed that individuals with a narcissistic 
personality type seem to be one of the most dominant 
character types in a post- modern context. This in itself can 
be seen as a coping mechanism to deal with the difficulties 
of establishing an identity in contemporary society. 
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However this is problematic in the sense that interpersonal 
relations between people are downsized and emphasize 
that material belongingness are the most important things 
in our culture. It is unlikely that these narcissistic 
tendencies will be respected by a society that is 
increasingly self-centered.   
Discussion 
With our chapter on the History of consumerism, we 
wished to discover where and when – and of course why – 
consumerism became such a big part of the average 
individual of the Western world. We could conclude that 
consumption in relation to identity construction did not 
happen with one big bang; it developed gradually in 
different parts of the world, and what encouraged the 
consumers to buy were different reasons. What we do 
know for sure, is that history has led us to a highly 
consumer- aware society, and the way we view other 
peoples identity, and the way other people view our 
identity has a lot to do with materialistic values, and what 
items we choose to consume. These same arguments also 
exist in the movie Fight Club, but we can‟t help but raising 
a question on whether or not the image on the consuming 
individual that we have derived from the literature and 
theories we have engaged in are consistent with the 
narrator in the movie as a consuming individual in today‟s 
society? 
In Fight Club the narrator‟s wish – through his self-created 
alter-identity – is to liberate himself from the consumer 
society, and soon to liberate the rest of the world from the 
consumer society, and start from ground zero as 
individuals free from the addiction to the ocean of 
commodities that we perhaps don‟t even need. Since we 
are living in a society where identity is mostly based on 
consumption of material belongings the narrator of Fight 
Club prefers a process of deindividuation, transforming the 
other members of Project Mayham into „space monkeys‟; 
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shaving their heads and dressing them all in the same 
outfits.  
We believe that Fight Club is a very clear description, and 
in somehow correct view on how individuals interact in 
our increasingly materialistic society. The Narrator 
describes himself as an „Ikea slave‟, and when he loses all 
his possessions when his apartment explodes, he claims 
that he lost part of himself and that „that apartment was his 
life‟. This scene resembles to what we can sometimes 
experience in the news; heartbroken families full of 
despair, because of all the possessions they lost in an 
earthquake or a tornado; with their home and properties all 
vanished, a huge part of themselves, their identity and their 
past has disappeared forever. And in the hopelessness they 
perhaps forget that their 3-year old daughter is still alive 
after the catastrophe, in focusing on the loss of dead 
commodities that have never been alive. Naturally, as 
mentioned earlier in the project, Fight Club is definitely 
also an exaggeration on how we could re-create ourselves 
and society into becoming something other than a 
material-based world, by blowing up the financial 
headquarters and thereby reset the debt of the population, 
and give them a chance to be free of a world based on 
finances and materialistic items. There are elements in the 
movie that is a very realistic recount of today‟s society, 
and some of them are borderline science fiction.  
We have already outlined how fight club claim that we are 
all lost in consumption. Just as the narrator in fight club we 
have construed our lives around material possessions that 
we think make up our entire identity. We are what we own 
and if we own nothing we are no one. But is that true? Do 
we really consider our material possessions that important 
to our “self”? We already looked at advertisement and we 
will start by stating a fact about how advertisement works. 
Even though very few people if any consider 
advertisement to be huge role in identity formation as the 
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narrator in fight club, we still have to recognise that 
consumerism is a big part of identity construction today. 
Various theories from various theoretic can confirm this. 
And it‟s not strange if someone does end up seeing identity 
primarily as a product of consumption. Just stop for a 
second and ask yourself why you want a new item and 
why you picked that particular item; is it only about its 
functional or instrumental value? How often do we 
actually go out and pick the cheapest pair of pants we can 
find without any regard to their looks? Or did your choose 
your last sunglasses entirely because they offer better 
protection from the sun than the other brands of 
sunglasses?  
Our guess is that you probably didn‟t. Like the rest of us 
you are probably rather concerned with how you come 
across. Or at least concerned with coming across as 
someone who does not care how you come across; This 
too is an expression of identity, whether you like it or not. 
You were probably also heavily influenced by 
advertisement. You were at least heavily bombarded by it. 
Sometimes most of us have experienced buying products 
that as soon as we get home realize is of very little if any 
use to us. Studies show that 90% of us make impulse 
purchases and as much as 80% described their purchases 
as negative. We shop for the immediate gratification, we 
shop to maintain our perception of ourselves, we shop to 
improve our perception of ourselves, we shop to fit in and 
to stand out and sometimes we just shop because the 
advertisement told us we needed to. But all these 
purchases serve then to start an eternal circle of 
consumption. No matter if you manage to convince 
yourself that you have finally moved from what we 
previously called the actual self to an ideal self you are 
unlikely to find yourself in a state where you would 
consider yourself at a stable position as an ideal individual. 
Admittedly this is just speculation but we would argue that 
as you approach the ideal your concept of the ideal is 
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likely to change with you. If that statement is accepted it 
would mean that you could never reach an ideal self as 
long as your concept of ideal self saturated as an 
immaculately cut version of a self that is a never changing. 
In that sense your “self” needs to be accepted as a 
constantly changing entity. And theoretically, this means 
that the individual can never consume enough and can 
never be complete.  
 
Fight Club tries to outline the consumerism problem of 
today on a personal and psychological level. It attempts to 
make us think, and asks us to break free from this kind of 
living. Of course fight club isn‟t trying to offer an actual 
practical solution to our problem. A problem that seems 
undeniable, statistics show how people buy items with one 
purpose and then realize that the particular item at least in 
the long run did nothing of what they expected. On top of 
that a large percentage of people today are in depth 
because of this overconsumption. Something that, 
obviously causes stress but also something that have 
financial consequences for society in general. Fight Club‟s 
solution to reset everything and start from scratch is 
probably as much meant as a reminder that the consumer 
society is manmade and could be dismantled if we chose 
to.  
S. Zepf has argued how consumerism could lead to 
narcissism when social interaction is substituted by 
material possession in the early childhood. We have also 
touched on how narcissism thrives in a society that is more 
and more focused on individualism. However given the 
inherent admiration seeking nature of narcissism, it is 
unlikely that these narcissistic tendencies will be respected 
by a society that is increasingly self-centered. 
 
Conclusion 
This project began with an analysis of Fight Club where 
we concluded that the movie is a portrayal of a man whose 
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identity is entirely constructed by his consumption 
patterns. The main themes are identity, consumerism and 
society. By researching these themes through the relevant 
theories we have found a conclusion to our problem 
formulation.  
Consumerism has evolved throughout history to become 
what it is now. In the 16
th
 century we saw attempts to 
project identity and status through modes of consumption, 
but it wasn‟t until The Great Transformation with the 
increasing industrialization and production, and with a 
greater focus on the Gesellschaft – also called the 
bourgeois – that identity was no longer ascribed, but had to 
be achieved somehow; a way to achieve identity was 
through modes of consumption, and consumption was a 
way to communicate and establish status to the rest of the 
world in the hostile and mechanic bourgeois.  
Further we can conclude that post modernity and 
consumerism are closely connected phenomena‟s that are 
dependent upon each other. Consumption can be seen as a 
way to cope with complex problems described in relation 
to the postmodern context. 
Consumerism is actively being used to form and express 
our identity. We use it to symbolize which social groups 
we belong to or wish to belong to. This identity formation 
is a lifelong process where consumption plays a central 
role. When dealing with consumption in relation to 
identity formation it is probably the easiest to look at the 
symbolic purchases that it would seem we all make.   
Bauman argues that consumer goods give us power to 
retain the social position- a social membership in our 
world of consumerism culture. The society has adopted 
and created a “guideline” that navigates us in which 
commodity to be in position of, or which material goods 
are accepted by the society and that creates a sense of self-
esteem for the consumer. People have a general meaning 
of what certain types of products signify and use this to 
place others in stereotypes. 
Advertising is connected to this and it supports 
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consumption and leads people on to a consuming behavior. 
Specific products would never be able to sell in larger 
quantities if it was not for the advertising industry that 
promote and put commodities in their right environment 
with the right public to buy the items. As a possible 
consequence of all of the points above we have narcissism. 
We have observed that individuals with a narcissistic 
personality type seem to be one of the most dominant 
character types in a postmodern context. This in itself can 
be seen as a coping mechanism to deal with the difficulties 
of establishing an identity in contemporary society. 
However this is problematic in the sense that interpersonal 
relations between people are downsized and emphasize 
that material belongingness are the most important things 
in our culture. 
These are the explanations on the origin of consumerism 
and how it has progressed to affecting the identity of 
people and vice versa.  
Methodology 
After viewing Fight Club we decided that it would be most 
beneficial for us to do an analysis where we focused on the 
general themes and metaphors. That gave us a clear 
disposition of what ideas and claims the movie tried to 
represent. The keywords we ended up with were 
consumerism, identity and society. We decided to take 
these ideas further by researching for material from which 
we could derive some theory that would help us explain 
these ideas and thereby try to research our problem 
formulation. 
In order to understand consumerism we decided that it 
would be best to investigate the origins of this 
phenomenon and that we would do it with a historical 
approach. To do this we used anthropologist Grant 
McCracken writings about consumerism in the 18
th
 and 
16
th
 history. Afterwards we chose to look at the 
industrialization and the role of consumption and identity 
62 
 
in contemporary society. For this we used the theories of 
Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft by Ferdinand Tönnies and 
the social theories of Karl Marx.  
For a further understanding of our society and identity we 
decided to do an investigation of the pre modern and 
postmodern society. In this part we used Anthony Giddens 
theories on shifts from traditional society. We felt that it 
could be relevant to include another perspective to 
compare with Giddens, so we choose to include a section 
on Zygmunt Bauman‟s theories.  
In the intention of comprehending the concrete links 
between identity, consumerism and society a disposition of 
relevant theories were made. Erik Erikson‟s identity 
theories, theories from the books „The Social Psychology 
of Material Possession‟ and „Consumer Culture, Identity 
and Well-Being‟ by Helga Dittmar. From what we 
concluded it was relevant to include advertising and its 
role in relation to our other keywords. We even added an 
analysis of a Calvin Klein commercial to illustrate our 
points. 
Lastly we have researched the theory of narcissism 
through different theorists. Mainly Dr. med. Siegfried Zepf 
and psychologist Lars Lundmann Jensen have been used 
here.  We felt this was relevant because narcissism can be 
seen as one of the consequences of consumerism and the 
postmodern society. We chose to display these theories by 
applying them to the movie Fight Club.  
 
Theory 
History of Consumerism 
In order to get a grasp of what consumerism has become, 
and functions as in today‟s society, we chose to examine 
some tendencies in the past, where it has been argued that 
consumerism started unfolding, and what exactly 
constituted the concept as it started developing. For one it 
has been argued that consumerism and fashion has its roots 
in the Elizabethan England in the late 16
th
 century in the 
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aristocratic circles of acquaintances, in relation to the 
Queen. Therefore we meant it would be relevant to 
examine some of the political events unfolding at court at 
this particular time in history. Furthermore, we have also 
looked into the importance of the concept of „Patina‟ in 
relation to both career and family life for the English 
Nobleman.  
Regarding consumption during and after the Great 
Transformation, the theories Gemeinschaft and 
Geselschaft have been applied, to further understand 
importance of the concept of „kinship‟ and group based 
identity versus the increasing individualism during and 
after the industrial revolution. To understand why the 
focus on the individual as opposed to the focus on kinship 
grew with the rise of capitalism and industrialism, we have 
applied some theories of Karl Marx regarding the class 
struggle as well the at that time increasing power of the 
Bourgeoisie, and the simultaneous loss of power for the 
Proletariat. Focus is also in a great deal on „the epidemic 
of overproduction‟ and the downsides of the rise of 
Capitalism.   
The Rise of the Postmodern Society 
In the section concerning the postmodern society and 
narcissism different theories has been used. First and 
foremost the British sociologist Anthony Giddens has been 
applied. In this relation Giddens has been used to describe 
the traditional and postmodern societies and thereby 
presenting consequences relating to difficulties in the 
postmodern society. In the following section regarding 
narcissism, a brief introductory chapter about the history 
of narcissism and the symptoms of this personality 
structure, has been chosen from the “Den Nye Psykologi 
Håndbog”, in the chapter concerning narcissism.  
Psychologist Lars Lundmann Jensen has been applied to 
give useful theory concerning narcissism in a postmodern 
context. This is further backed up and researched by 
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Siegfried Zepf, who has investigated how narcissism 
develops in children. His theory further explains the 
interconnectedness of narcissism and consumer society. 
 
Bauman and Dittmar 
In our study about consumer society and stereotypes we 
have used two different sociologists, Zygmunt Bauman 
and Helga Dittmar. Bauman uses sociological approaches 
to understand the consumerist behavior and he examines 
how people are being influenced by their surroundings to 
consume. Bauman gives us an understanding for the 
influences of consumerism in the society and how we 
interact with each other. He also emphasizes on how 
people see themselves and gain self esteem by purchasing 
different commodities.  
Helga Dittmar perceives stereotypes in groups in a social 
psychology context and she describes how the perception 
of people in the context of their commodities is being 
preconceived. She underlines how the materialistic items 
and possessions you owe can show people what group you 
are most likely to belong to and be a part of.  
Identity, Advertising and Narcissism  
In the chapter about identity, consumerism and narcissism 
we have used Erik Erikson‟s theory on identity. Namely 
that identity unlike the concept of a Self is not only your 
conception of yourself but when your perception is 
matched by others perception of you. Further we have 
explored Helga Dittmars theories on how consumerism 
and identity are affecting each other. We have also looked 
into Tory Higgins Self-discrepancy theory.   
In our part about advertising and the role advertising play 
in our consumer society, different theories and authors 
have been applied. As mentioned before Anthony Giddens 
is a sociologist that writes about our society and the 
structures in it. Advertising has had a big part on why and 
how we choose to consume as we do in our contemporary 
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society. And Giddens explains consumption and how it has 
developed in a sociological perspective.  For deeper 
understanding of the history of consumption and how we 
have come to advertise products as we do today an article 
from Lund University has been used called 
„Understanding factors that shape consumption‟ written 
by Oksana Mont and Kate Power.  
Also to emphasis the kind of commercials being made in 
our modern society and what we are exposed to we have 
chosen to look at an ad from Calvin Klein jeans campaign 
and analyze it with the  expertise of dr. Siegfried Zepf who 
writes about consumerism and identity in an article called 
„Consumerism and identity: Some psychoanalytical 
considerations‟. Zepf also refers to E. Dichter who is 
psychologist and marketing expert that explains the 
relation between consumption and identity.  
 
 
Method course 
There are several ways of collecting data and methods to 
use in research work. In order to make a good start we 
think it is good to open up with research problems that 
provides opportunities to ask questions to work with the 
problem and that have we done by making specific 
questions. The method and techniques we have used in our 
project work to gather information are empirical data and 
qualitative method as techniques in methodological 
practises. By reading the books we have focused on how 
we can use the books can as a literature contribute to gain 
knowledge in our theme of consumerism and identity. We 
have reflected at the culture aspects of different societies 
while doing critical reading and we have made connections 
of the theories and used relevant info in our project, as it 
was explained in the methodology seminar “to be a 
detective”. After we watched the film Fight Club we have 
been critical of the content and the narrative and how the 
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film has represented consumerism and identity. We have 
used the Film as a valuable insight to the consumerism 
culture and also looked at the historical aspects of our 
theories we have read.  
We have gained knowledge and competences in how to 
research textual meaning in the qualitative method by 
researching and investigating the film Fight Club. We have 
also investigated how different people‟s perception of 
commercials by using a particular adds form Calvin Klein. 
Through the methodological methods we have learned we 
have evaluated the validity, reliability and generalizability 
in our project work. The methodology has enriched us with 
critical assessments- in how to gain deeper knowledge 
while looking at how people interpret an add from Calvin 
Klein and how the add is understood and how they are 
critical. To collect our data we have focused in how 
relation of the individual in the society in a social and 
historical context. To finding data of the individual in a 
societal and historical contexts we have investigated the 
human consciousness, developments and identities in the 
society. To provide insights of this nature we focused on 
how the society and the consumerist culture have affected 
the individual. We have as researchers achieved more a 
more broad perspective and competences on the theme and 
gained more knowledge through using empirical data and 
qualitative methodology method to be critical and to 
analyse our work. 
The methodology courses enriched us with information in 
which techniques we could use as a procedure to work 
with our project.  
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